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R827Mediawatch: Concerns are growing about the extent of long-term ecological 
damage in the Gulf of Mexico after the oil spill. Richard F. Harris reports.
News focus
Depth chargesA defining moment in President Bill 
Clinton’s presidency came when he 
argued that his entanglement with 
an intern hinged on the definition of 
the word “is.” Likewise, President 
Barack Obama’s administration is 
now taking considerable heat for 
attempting to redefine the word 
“gone.”
That’s the word that Obama aide 
(and former Clinton official) Carol 
Browner used when describing what 
has happened to the 4.1 million 
barrels of oil that spewed from the BP 
oil well in the Gulf of Mexico. “Gone,” 
though, doesn’t actually mean “no 
longer present.” In the parlance of 
the Obama Administration, oil that 
is “gone” may still be out there, but 
simply dispersed in tiny droplets, 
deep under the sea. The new political 
definition of the word  “gone” is 
essentially “out of sight, out of mind.”Browner put on a masterful show 
August 4 when she asserted that 75 
percent of the oil from the spill was 
“gone.” She paraded this good news 
across the morning TV shows. And 
she was backed up by a credulous 
New York Times report that morning 
asserting that three-quarters of the 
oil was no longer a worry — as long 
as you assumed that oil “dispersed” 
in the water was actually no longer 
in the environment at all. Remember 
the cliché “the solution to pollution is 
dilution?”
If the Administration had been 
satisfied to say that oil from the 
Macondo well no longer loomed in 
large amounts out in the Gulf, to 
threaten beaches — and tourism — 
along the coast, officials could have 
defended that point of view. Instead, 
the Administration was determined to 
promise more.In fact, scientists at that time had 
a very poor understanding of what 
had happened to a huge quantity 
of oil that had never made it to 
the surface. Treated with chemical 
dispersants and trapped underwater 
due to the stratified nature of ocean 
waters, this oil was apparently out 
there. Nobody actually knew what it 
was doing.
One study from the Woods Hole 
Ocenographic Institution painted 
a fairly dire picture. “Oil from the 
Deepwater Horizon spill formed an 
underwater plume of hydrocarbons 
the size of Manhattan,” The Wall 
Street Journal reported, “raising 
fears of a lingering cloud of trace 
chemicals in the Gulf with an 
unknown long-term impact.”
That report led the Washington 
Post to report that “Academic 
scientists are challenging the Obama 
administration’s assertion that most 
of BP’s oil in the Gulf of Mexico is 
either gone or rapidly disappearing.”Worried: Tourists visit a beach in the Gulf of Mexico with a boom offshore to protect against oil. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
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scientists from Woods Hole also looked 
for oxygen depletion, which would 
naturally follow if bacteria in the ocean 
were metabolizing these hydrocarbons. 
Finding little, they concluded that the 
oil must still be there. That’s consistent 
with studies from other spills that 
show oil does not degrade quickly in 
the dark and frigid deep sea. So, as 
The Guardian noted, scientists weren’t 
buying into the official government line.
“The growing evidence that the 
White House painted an overly 
optimistic picture when officials 
claimed two weeks ago the remaining 
oil in the Gulf was rapidly breaking 
down fuelled a sense of outrage in the 
scientific community that government 
agencies are hiding data and spinning 
the science of the oil spill.”
One week later, the American 
public heard a markedly different 
story, when Science magazine 
published seemingly contradictory 
results. As the San Francisco 
Chronicle put it, “Berkeley scientists 
have discovered a voracious species 
of primitive oil-eating bacteria that 
have largely consumed the huge 
deep-sea plume of dispersed oil 
fouling the Gulf of Mexico since the 
deadly BP Deepwater Horizon oil rig 
explosion in April.”
A columnist for the Orlando 
Sentinel read this news and gleefully 
declared: “The script for the BP oil 
spill is falling apart. There will be no 
environmental calamity. The Gulf of 
Mexico is healing itself faster than 
anyone imagined.”Hold on — is that oil, or Rorschach 
inkblots, in the Gulf of Mexico?
The Boston Globe was as 
perplexed as everyone else. “The 
latest scientific findings in the BP 
oil disaster are a seeming mass of 
confusion,” the paper said in an 
editorial, “which is why the federal 
government needs to do more to 
provide a comprehensive picture of 
the environmental damage from the 
worst spill in history.”
One real possibility: everybody was 
more or less on target.
“People are measuring different 
compounds at different times, 
in different places, and with 
different instruments. Some of 
the hydrocarbons are being eaten 
quickly and others are not, giving 
researchers different readings,” John 
Kessler from Texas A&M University 
told the Globe. “Thus, possibly 
everyone’s data are correct.”
And the federal government 
belatedly seems to have come around 
to that point of view. On 7 September, 
scientists with the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration put 
out new data about oxygen levels in 
the ocean. They strongly suggested 
that the oil is indeed still out  
there — but it’s providing a feast for 
bacteria, who are doing their best to 
dine out on BP’s gift of calorie-packed 
hydrocarbons.
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E-mail: rharris@nasw.orgClimate change is back on the agenda. 
Despite the disappointments over 
the failure to reach agreement on 
measures to tackle carbon dioxide 
emissions in Copenhagen last 
December, new efforts will be made 
next month in Cancun, Mexico.
One of the key needs is new data 
on the carbon cycle as it exists at 
present, and a new study provides vital 
new tools demonstrated in monitoring 
tropical forest degradation in Peru.
It is estimated that between 10–15 
per cent of global carbon dioxide 
emissions originate from deforestation 
and degradation of tropical forests. 
The United Nations has established a 
programme, Reduced Emissions from 
Deforestation and Degradation (REED), 
which plans to link carbon emitters 
with governments willing to reduce 
forest carbon loss through financial 
compensation. Efforts to mitigate 
climate change through reducing 
emissions from deforestation and 
environmental degradation depend 
on systems that can map and monitor 
changes. Of particular interest is 
change to tropical rainforests over 
large land areas. A new study has 
integrated satellite imaging, airborne 
light detection and ranging, and field 
plots to record above-ground carbon 
stocks and emissions at 0.1 hectare 
resolution over an area of 4.3 million 
hectares of the Peruvian Amazon, an 
area twice the size of all forests in 
better known Costa Rica.
Gregory Asner at the Carnegie 
Institute for Science at Stanford, 
and colleagues in the US and Peru, 
(reporting in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences online) 
have integrated satellite imaging with 
airborne light detection and ranging 
(Lidar), which, when combined 
with field calibrations, is capable of 
estimating above-ground carbon 
densities, the authors report.
Airborne Lidar data revealed forest 
canopy height, underlying terrain, 
and canopy vertical profile, providing 
a comprehensive regional inventory 
of both human-mediated and natural 
A new study on rainforest carbon 
emissions is one new tool in climate 
change research. Nigel Williams 
reports.
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